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Abstract. A method to improve the refractive index (RI) and temperature sensitivities of optical fiber based on
surface plasmon resonance (SPR) sensors is proposed and experimentally demonstrated. It is realized by using
a precision femtosecond laser system to manufacture microstructures on a heterocore optical fiber structure
(multimode single-mode multimode fiber, MSM). The microstructured MSM structure fiber-optic sensors were
coated with 60-nm gold (Au) film to test and verify RI sensing, obtaining an enhancement of the maximum
sensitivity range from 2845.18 to 3313.15 nm/RIU. The fabricated sensors were additionally coated with a
layer of polydimethylsiloxane, which has a high negative thermos-optic coefficient, to conduct a series of temper-
ature sensing experiments. Experimental results showed that the maximum sensitivity increased from 1.1998 to
1.5646 nm/°C. Compared with nonmicrostructured sensors, the RI and temperature sensitivity of the proposed
sensor has increased 16.4% and 30.2%, respectively. The simply fabricated, low-cost, and high-sensitivity SPR
sensor has promising applications in many areas, especially in the biochemical field. © 2018 Society of Photo-Optical
Instrumentation Engineers (SPIE) [DOI: 10.1117/1.OE.57.7.076105]
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1 Introduction
In the last decades, surface plasmon resonance (SPR) sensors
have attracted intensive attention and primarily due to
their relatively high sensitivity and short response time.1,2
They have, therefore, found applications in many fields,
including environmental protection, biotechnology, medical
diagnostics, drug screening, food safety, industrial materials
selection and security.3–5 The sensing mechanism of SPR
sensors is based on the change of external refractive index
(RI) of the sensing region when the surrounding medium in
close proximity to the waveguide boundary interacts with
evanescent field therein generated by the incident light
within the waveguide. RI is one of the most basic physical
quantities, which facilitates measurement using SPR sensing
technology, and almost all the measurands rely on the exter-
nal RI changes.6 Conventional SPR sensors based on the
traditional Otto or Kretschmann configuration prism-type
SPR sensors cannot realize remote and real-time monitoring
due to their physical configurations, primarily due to their
relatively large size that prohibits their use in applications
where space is limited and miniaturization is essential.7–9
To solve this problem, optical fiber sensors have received
increased attention owing to their advantages of potential for
relatively high sensitivity, resistance to corrosion, immunity
to electromagnetic interference, compact size, and low cost
of fabrication.10–12
Recently, optical fiber-based SPR sensors with different
structures have been proposed, such as tapered fiber,13 tilted
fiber Bragg gratings,14 long period gratings,15 and fiber-optic
interferometers including Fabry–Perot interferometers.16
These sensors are high cost and hard to fabricate, and hence
recently, heterocore structure optical fiber sensors have been
investigated to develop SPR sensors based on relatively
simple structures.17–19 In contrast to the more conventional
techniques referred to above, the heterocore structured opti-
cal fiber sensor is proved to have potential practicability and
several advantages, e.g., acidity measurements.20 The prac-
tical characteristic of this sensor can be found in its simple
structure and relatively easy fabrication, which can attain the
required appropriate light leakage into the cladding layer,
so that the cladding surface is the sensing area. It has already
been demonstrated that such SPR sensors have relatively
high-sensitivity coupled with good reliability and mechani-
cal strength, which make them ideal candidates for use in the
target application areas of this work, such as biochemical
field.21 There are many methods to enhance the sensitivity
of sensors, such as chemical etching and side-polishing;22,23
however, chemical etching will destroy the flexibility of
optical fibers, and the operation and accuracy of side-polish
technique are hard to control.
In this paper, an entirely new sensor structure based
on heterocore structure (multimode singlemode multimode
fiber structure, MSM) SPR sensor is described to improve
the sensitivity beyond that of existing conventional structured
sensors. The high accuracy and fast processing capabilities of
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inhouse femtosecond laser micromachining systems have
been accessed24–27 to produce a series of sensors by manu-
facturing local microstructures on the cladding of MSM
optical fiber structure. A gold (Au) film was subsequently
deposited on the surface of processed sensors to facilitate
the SPR capability of the sensors. Several experiments
have been conducted varying RI and temperature to fully
characterize the sensors of this investigation against these
parameters. It is shown that compared with the sensor with-
out microstructures, the sensitivities of the micromachined
sensors of this investigation exhibit improved performance.
Significantly, it is also demonstrated that the sensors of this
investigation maintained excellent mechanical strength that
facilitates their use in a wide range of practical biochemical
applications.
2 Sensing Mechanism
The sensing mechanism of heterocore structure SPR sensor
of this investigation can be divided into two parts.
2.1 Heterocore Structured Optical Fiber Surface
Plasmon Resonance Sensor
The heterocore structure comprises two multimode optical
fibers (MMF) and a single-mode optical fiber (SMF), which
forms the classical MSM heterocore structure. In detail,
a 15-mm length of SMF, whose polyimide layer had been
mechanically stripped, was inserted between the two MMF,
which serves as the sensing region. The core diameter of the
SMF is significantly smaller than that of MMF. The MMF
sections simply serve as input and output light waveguide
to the sensitive SMF. Therefore, most of the coupled light
wave leaks into the cladding layer of the SMF at the input
interface of the heterocore region. Such light leakage gener-
ates a significant evanescent field when reflecting at the
boundary surface between the cladding and the surrounding
environment. To induce SPR, a 60-nm-thin layer of Au was
deposited around the surface of cladding as shown in Fig. 1.
When the transmitted light wave leaks into the heterocore
region, it undergoes total internal reflection at the boundary
of the cladding and the Au layer, where the evanescent field
is generated and this reaches to the surrounding medium. The
excitation condition for the SPR is that the wave vector of
the propagation constant of evanescent wave exactly matches
with that of the surface plasmon of similar frequency (wave-
length) and state of polarization. The corresponding reso-
















where εm and εs represent the dielectric constants of metal
layer and the dielectric medium, while εp represent the prism
dielectric constant (i.e., dielectric constant of cladding in
the heterocore structured SPR sensor), ω represents the
frequency of incident light, and c is the velocity of light.
2.2 Femtosecond Laser Machined Structure for
Enhanced Surface Plasmon Resonance Effect
The micromachining process on the cladding surface of the
SMF increases the superficial area of the sensing region,
which correspondingly increases the light-matter interaction
area and hence the sensitivity of the sensor. The schematic
profile diagram of the nonmicrostructured sensor and micro-
structured sensor is shown in Fig. 2.
A1 is defined as the superficial area of the cylindrical
sensing region without microstructures, which is calculated
as
EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e002;326;560 1 ¼ πðDþ 2mÞl; (2)
where D is the diameter of cladding layer, m is the thickness
of Au film, and l is the length of sensing region.
Treatment using the femtosecond laser allows the forma-
tion of microtrenches on the cladding surface (Fig. 2), and
the superficial area of microstructured sensing region is
calculated as
EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e003;326;463 2 ≈ ½πðDþ 2mÞ − nwþ 2nkdl; (3)
where n is the number of microtrenches, w is the width of
microtrenches, and k is a coefficient related to the micro-
structures. For microtrenches in this investigation, k approx-
imately equals 1. d is the side length of the microtrenches,
and d is calculated as
Fig. 1 Heterocore structured SPR sensor.
Fig. 2 (a) The schematic profile diagram of the microstructured sin-
gle-mode fiber, (b) cross section of the sensing region, and (c) SEM
image of fabricated sensor.
Optical Engineering 076105-2 July 2018 • Vol. 57(7)
Zhu et al.: Enhanced sensitivity of heterocore structure surface. . .
Downloaded From: https://www.spiedigitallibrary.org/journals/Optical-Engineering on 12/27/2018










where h is the depth of trenches, it is related to the power of
femtosecond laser.
3 Device Fabrication and Experiments
3.1 Heterocore Structured Surface Plasmon
Resonance Sensor Fabrication
The SPR effect is confined to the middle part of heterocore
structure, which corresponds to the length of the SMF that is
coated by the Au layer. The heterocore structure was fabri-
cated simply using a fusion splicer (FSM-60s by Fujikura)
the MMF (core diameter 62.5 μm, cladding diameter 125 μm)
and the SMF (core diameter 9 μm, cladding diameter
125 μm). To choose the two kinds of optical fibers, the cost
and the convenience were taken into account. The cost of
standard optical fibers is relatively low compared with those
special fibers and the MMF (62.5/125) and SMF (9/125) are
widely used in optical communications, which makes the
sensor (MSM) we proposed in the paper have potential appli-
cations in industries. First, polyimide layer of the MMF
was mechanically stripped and the fiber was then cleaned
using ethanol to remove remnant polyimide material and
dust. Second, the MMF was accurately cleaved using a
fiber cleaver (CT-30 by Fujikura) to allow an 8-mm length
available for subsequent fusion splicing. One end of the SMF
was processed the same way, but the length was set to be
longer than 15 mm. The processed MMF and SMF were
fused together and the semimanufactured structure was
cleaved at the free end of the SMF leaving the length of
SMF to be 15 mm. Finally, another MMF was processed in
the identical manner as in the previous case and was then
fused at the end of the SMF.
The aim of fabricating the structure in this manner is to
optimize the light leakage in cladding layer of the SMF to
promote the sensitivity of the heterocore SPR sensor while
maintaining adequate light transmission through the struc-
ture (i.e., minimizing losses). The new sensor structure has
been designed to maximize the superficial area of the sensing
region and at the same time enhancing the evanescent field in
the sensing region.
3.2 Microstructures Manufacturing
To fabricate the local microstructure features on the SMF
cladding as straight-trenches, the femtosecond laser preci-
sion micromachining system was applied. The femtosecond
laser processing system includes an IFRIT laser (wavelength
at 780 nm, pulse duration of 180 fs, repetition rate of 1 kHz),
a three-dimensional (3-D) table, a beam delivery system
(including shutter, attenuator, and aperture), and a CCD
monitoring system, as shown in Fig. 3. The sensing region
(the SMF) was fixed into the rotating jig such that the fiber
rotates with the jig using a precisely controlled stepper
motor.
Different microstructures on the surface of the heterocore
fiber have been produced by changing the laser parameters.
The sample machining parameters are shown in Table 1.
The laser power and the number of trenches can be
adjusted, whereas other parameters (machining length,
spinning velocity of the rotating jig, and the velocity of
stepper motor actuator) are kept the same. To prevent the
fabricated sensors from being fragile, the laser power was
controlled to the appropriate value using an optical attenu-
ator, which allowed only 11% of the beam energy to be trans-
mitted. It has been experimentally determined that 6 mW is
the minimum laser power required to ablate the cladding of
optical fiber. In this investigation, the maximum laser power
was 20 mW, which ensured that an adequate depth of micro-
trench obtained adequate mechanical strength.
The number of trenches on the sensing region was con-
trolled using the stepper motor. For one trench, the femtosec-
ond laser ablated the fiber only once with the stepper motor
motionless during the machining process. For three trenches,
the stepper motor rotated one-third of a circle each time after
the femtosecond laser ablated the fiber. For six trenches
(the maximum number made), it was one-sixth.
Laser produces fiber debris in the microtrenches, which
results in a potentially roughened surface. To remove the
Fig. 3 The diagrammatic sketch of femtosecond laser micromachin-
ing system.
Table 1 The parameters of sensors.
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debris produced during the process, the samples were
cleaned in 2% HF for 2 min and then cleaned using deionized
(DI) water. Following the cleaning treatment, a 60-nm Au
film was coated on the surface of microstructured sensor
using magnetron sputtering technique. The parameters of
magnetron sputtering system were precisely controlled to
obtain the same thickness of gold film in order not to affect
the properties of the sensors.
3.3 Refractive Index Sensing
For this new type of SPR sensor, a series of glycerol-water
solutions with different concentrations from 0% to 45% was
prepared. The RI differs from 1.3330 to 1.3931. The sche-
matic diagram of the experimental system is shown in Fig. 4,
including a Tungsten Halogen light source (HL-2000 manu-
factured by Ocean Optics), a spectrometer (FLAME-S manu-
factured by Ocean Optics), an external environment module
(for RI measurements, the water-glycerol solution), and
a laptop computer with running a software developed by
Ocean Optics. Eleven samples were prepared in total.
Two of them were used in conjunction with a heterocore
structured sensor without microstructures (sample 1# and
sample 2#). All the sensors exhibited good sensitivity in
the experiments.
3.4 Temperature Sensing
For temperature sensing, a layer of polydimethylsiloxane
(PDMS) was coated on the fabricated SPR sensors by drop-
ping it on the sensors. Then, the samples were placed in
a drying oven with the temperature at 120°C for 1.5 h to
cure. With this process, the sensors were successfully coated
with PDMS, and the temperature sensors were fabricated.
The addition of the PDMS coating also provides the sensor
with additional strength.
Following fabrication, the temperature sensor was placed
in a temperature controller (Electrothermal Forced Air
Convection Drying Oven 101-1AB by CHINA TAISITE
Instrument). We set a series of temperatures from 50°C to
120°C, with one step every 10°C. The testing system is
similar to the RI sensing system (the difference being the
external environment is a temperature controller), the exper-
imental setup is shown in Fig. 5.
4 Results and Discussion
The transmission spectrum of the sensors was monitored
using the broadband light source and spectrometer as shown
in Figs. 4 and 5. For RI sensing, by varying the external RI
from 1.3330 to 1.3936, the dip of the spectrum was observed
as moving toward longer wavelengths, i.e., a red shift. The
transmission spectrum of heterocore microstructured SPR
sensor at different RI values is shown in Fig. 6.
To verify the consistency of the RI sensing properties of
the basic sensors without microstructured features, two
separate MSM SPR sensors were selected (sample 1# and
sample 2#) and their RI sensitivities were evaluated. The
results are shown in Fig. 7(a).
As shown in Fig. 7, the sensitivity of RI is nonlinear, the
sensitivities when RI ¼ 1.3330 and 1.3931, respectively, are
listed in Table 2, and an inhouse algorithm was developed
to describe the sensitivity of fabricated sensors as the
Fig. 4 Experimental setup diagrammatic sketch of the heterocore
microstructured SPR RI-sensing system.
Fig. 5 Experimental setup of the heterocore microstructured SPR
temperature-sensing system.
Fig. 6 The transmission spectra of heterocore structure SPR sensors
at different RIs.
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relationship between external RI and wavelength is nonlin-
ear. ΔS, the sensitivity range, was defined as the sensitivity
at 1.3931 minus the sensitivity at 1.3330 was calculated as
follows:
EQ-TARGET;temp:intralink-;e005;326;260ΔS ¼ S1.3931 − S1.3330: (5)
The results of Fig. 7(a) show that the differences in sen-
sitivity between the two sensors were negligible, in the other
words, the differences between different versions of samples
coating can be ignored. Figures 7(b), 7(c), and 7(d) show the
sensitivities comparisons between microstructured sensors
and nonmicrostructured sensor.
The sensitivities of all the sensors are shown in Table 2
and Fig. 7. It is apparent that the microstructured sensors are
more sensitive to RI than the nonmicrostructured sensors. It
is clear from Fig. 7 that sample 5# has the largest sensitivity
range, for which the sensitivity range was 3313.15 nm∕RIU.
It was also the case that sample 5# (n ¼ 1, power ¼ 20 mW)
has the best response to the changes of external RI among all
of the 11 samples. The improvement of sensitivity compared
with the unmodified sensors (samples 1# and 2#) was 16.4%
Fig. 7 The sensitivity ranges of fabricated RI sensors: (a) heterocore (MSM) SPR sensors without micro-
structures, (b) the sensitivity ranges comparisons of one microtrench with nonmicrostructured MSM
sensor, (c) the sensitivity ranges’ comparisons of three-trenches with nonmicrostructured MSM sensor,
and (d) the sensitivity ranges’ comparisons of six microtrenches with nonmicrostructured MSM sensor.
Table 2. RI sensitivities of fabricated sensors.
Sample No. S1.3330 (nm/RIU) S1.3931 (nm/RIU) ΔS (nm/RIU)
1# 913.72 3758.91 2845.18
2# 906.34 3765.89 2859.55
3# 935.05 4093.33 3181.38
4# 993.20 4196.18 3202.98
5# 1009.1 4322.25 3313.15
6# 1003.21 4112.65 3109.44
7# 978.37 4065.58 3087.28
8# 871.91 4065.89 3193.98
9# 997.93 3998.93 3001.20
10# 967.90 3978.66 3010.76
11# 980.51 3905.40 2924.89
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and therefore it is clear that the microstructured process has
an obvious increase of RI sensitivity. An explanation for
the increased sensitivity is that the microstructured sensors
have a larger sensing region area that results in a larger light-
matter interaction volume and hence the higher sensitivity.
Moreover, the sensitivity of the microstructured sensors has
been improved in varying degrees.
Figures 8(a) and 8(b) show high-order mode filed simu-
lation results of SMF and microstructured SMF. The simu-
lation results were given by the COMSOL Multiphysics
software (version no. 5.1). The shape and the size of the sim-
ulation target were set by giving their geometric parameters.
The effective refractive indices of the external environment
(in this simulation as the air), the SMF-core, the SMF-
cladding were set to 1, 1.4679, and 1.4613, respectively.
And the RI of gold film was set to 0.63869þ 4.3601i.
As the thickness of the gold film was too thin to effect the
mode distribution of the cladding mode, it was neglected in
this analysis. The boundary condition was set to perfect elec-
tric conductor. The simulation results show that the energy of
the cladding mode is more concentrated in a position near
the core. However, the energy of cladding mode distributes
as RI rings in SMF, whereas in microstructured SMF the
energy of cladding mode is concentrated in the vicinity of the
microstructures, as shown in Fig. 8(b), which enhances light-
matter interacts in the surface of sensing region. Therefore,
the effective RI of the microstructured SMF can stimulate
a stronger SPR and improve the RI sensitivity of the sensor.
In the case of temperature measurement, PDMS has
a high negative thermo-optic coefficient, its RI decreases
(increases) as the external temperature increases (decreases).
The simplest equation of temperature dependence is the
derivative of RI with respect to temperature, i.e., the thermo-
optic coefficient. For PDMS at 25°C, it is ∼ − 5 × 10−4∕°C,
the functional relationship between temperature and the RI of




where ε is the thermo-optic coefficient of PDMS, n is the RI
of the material, and T is the external temperature. Therefore,
when the external temperature changes, the RI of PDMS also
changes, which provide an external RI environment for
the gold-coated SPR sensors. The thermo-optic coefficient is
one of the intrinsic material properties. The temperature sen-
sitivities were estimated by RI changes caused by tempera-
ture changes based on Eq. (6), which was defined by the
property of PDMS. When the temperature increased between
50°C and 120°C, the transmission spectrum was observed as
shown in Fig. 9. In this case, as the temperature increases the
spectrum exhibits a blue shift and the transmission depth is
lower (greater attenuation at the dip value).
As shown in Fig. 10, the relationship between tempera-
ture and wavelength shift is linear. Figure 10(a) shows
that the two MSM SPR sensors without microstructures
(samples 1# and 2#) have almost the same sensitivity. The
sensitivities of microstructured sensors were improved in
varying degrees with the addition of the microstructured
features, as shown in Figs. 10(b), 10(c), and 10(d). Again,
it is clear that sample 5# (n ¼ 1, power ¼ 20 mW) has the
highest sensitivity. By comparison with samples 1# and 2#,
the temperature sensitivity increases about 30.2%. This
phenomenon can be attributed to the fact that femtosecond
laser processing increased the sensing region area of sensors
response to external environment. However, the sensitivity is
not linearly or even continuously related with an increase in
the superficial area. Figure 10 shows the absolute tempera-
ture sensitivity of the fabricated device versus the increase
in superficial area. The first data point (at 0, 1.20 nm∕°C)
represents the MSM SPR sensor without any additional
microstructures, whose increased superficial area is 0.
From Fig. 11, it is apparent that the temperature sensitiv-
ity initially increases to a maximum of 1.5646 nm∕°C with
the superficial area increasing, but then reaches a sensitivity
plateau value of around 1.38 nm∕°C beyond the area value of
300 μm2. The last three data points, therefore, show that the
temperature sensitivity reaches a saturated value, beyond
which the temperature sensitivity does not increase with an
increase in the superficial area. Therefore, in the case that the
number of trenches is 6, the power of femtosecond laser is
10, 15, and 20 mW, no increase in sensitivity is observed.
It can be explained that with the superficial area increasing,
the sensing region expanded, which also expanded the
evanescent field. This change was not helpful all the time,
it might increase the instability of sensors, resulting in the
sensitivity decreased. In the other words, the expansion of
the evanescent field is limited due to the property of the
heterocore structure (MSM), especially the SMF (the sensing
region). In this investigation, the number of microtrenches
increase will directly expand the superficial area of the
Fig. 8 (a) The mode filed of SMF and (b) the mode filed of microstruc-
tured SMF.
Fig. 9 The transmission spectra of heterocore SPR sensors at differ-
ent temperatures.
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sensing region, that is to say, more light leakage occurs
through this process. It indeed improves light-matter inter-
acts, but more light leakage would result in less light output,
which has negative influences on reaction response time and
it has instabilities to external environment changes. Even so,
the microstructured MSM SPR sensors still provided higher
sensitivity than those without microstructures, the minimum
increase reached 14.5%.
5 Conclusion
Sensor configurations have been fabricated on the cladding
of conventional MSM optical fiber heterocore structures
using a 780-nm femtosecond laser resulting in a new sensor
to provide enhanced sensitivity of MSM-SPR combination
sensors. Two versions of the sensors have been used to mea-
sure RI and temperature. SPR behavior was achieved using a
60-nm-thick gold film sputtered on the sensing region thus
forming a microstructured heterocore structure SPR sensor.
In the case of RI measurement, the microstructured
sensors exhibit higher sensitivity than the corresponding
nonmicrostructured sensors. The number of microtrenches
Fig. 10 The temperature sensitivities of fabricated sensors: (a) the sensitivities of MSM SPR temper-
ature sensors, (b) sensitivities comparisons of one microtrench with nonmicrostructured MSM sensor,
(c) sensitivities comparisons of three microtrenches with nonmicrostructured MSM sensor, and
(d) sensitivities comparisons of six microtrenches with nonmicrostructured MSM sensor.
Fig. 11 The relationship between increased superficial area and
sensitivities of fabricated sensors for temperature sensing.
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and power of the incident laser has a direct influence on
the sensing performance. As a result, RI sensitivity can be
improved by 16.4%, using a laser power of 20 mW with
only one microtrench feature. In the case of temperature
sensing, PDMS, a temperature-sensitive material, was coated
on the surface of fabricated SPR sensors to study the result-
ing temperature-sensing properties. Again, the optimum sen-
sitivity was obtained when the number of microtrench was 1
and the laser power was 20 mW. In this case, the temperature
sensitivity was 30.2% higher than the corresponding sensor
with no microstructured features. Hence, this low-cost, sim-
ply fabricated, and highly sensitive microstructured hetero-
core structure SPR sensor has excellent potential for use in
biochemical, industry, and materials selection applications.
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